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ABSTRACT-A number of small towns in the Great Plains have recently started to offer free land and other

incentives to entice new residents in the hope of reversing persistent depopulation. Based on in-depth interviews,
this study assesses the initial performance of the free land programs in six small towns in central Kansas and
analyzes the factors that have affected the migration decisions of the new residents. The initial results of these
programs have been impressive. Not only have they attracted multiple new residents and increased enrollments
in local schools, but they have also elevated long-time residents' pride in their community and created a positive
synergy. The new residents' migration decisions were influenced by a number of push and pull factors. The free
land and other incentives are not enough to trigger migration, but they have effectively changed some migrants'
destination choice to a small town in central Kansas. Without the free land, most new residents, particularly
those from out of state, would not have moved there. Contrary to our expectations, the relative locations of small
towns with respect to larger cities do not appear to have affected new residents' destination choice.
Key Words: depopulation, free land, Great Plains, Kansas, mini-homesteading, small towns

INTRODUCTION

Small towns in the Great Plains have been struggling with population loss since the early part of the 20th
century (Beale 1964, 1969; Baltensparger 1991; Rathge
1995). Mechanization and rising productivity in. U.S. agriculture after World War I reduced the amount of labor
needed in farming while the average farm size expanded.
It became increasingly difficult to keep rural youth "down
on the farm." The advent of the interstate highways and
the abandoning of railroads that once brought visitors and
businesses also hit many small towns hard. Widespread,
persistent population loss not only resulted in labor shortages and population aging, but also forced many social
and community institutions such as schools and churches
to consolidate or close doors (Brown 2002; Wuthnow

2005). Population loss drains rural communities of the
precious human capital that is so critical to their longterm economic viability and sustainability (Johnson and
Rathge 2006).
Great Plains people have fought hard to prevent the
places they call home from oblivion. They have tried a
number of different strategies to reverse depopulation
and promote economic development, from recruiting
manufacturing businesses to developing rural tourism.
These efforts, however, have achieved only a limited success and they are not without problems. For example, in
an attempt to attract manufacturing plants, rural communities often found themselves competing with each other
as well as with offshore locations such as Mexico and the
Caribbean. They are forced to up the ante in their incentive offers in order to attract potential firms, which makes
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the initial costs of creating manufacturing jobs quite high
(Kilborn 2003). Even if a community succeeds in recruiting new businesses, there is no guarantee that the firms
would commit to the new location once the incentives run
out (Barlett and Steele 1998).
Small towns in the Great Plains are still trying to attract new businesses and develop tourism, but they are
also looking for other ways to reverse population loss and
to grow. The latest attempt involves offering free residentialland to people who are willing to relocate there. Since
the late 1990s, rural communities from North Dakota to
Kansas have adopted this program. In Kansas alone, at
least 20 small towns had established free land programs by
mid-2006. Lacking amenities such as pleasant climates or
scenic mountains and lakes, these rural communities have
emphasized what they do have to offer that is not easily
found in urban areas: low crime rates, light traffic, cheap
housing, good schools with small class sizes, a slow-paced
rural lifestyle, and a family-friendly environment in which
to raise children, along with a free piece of land to build a
home. These programs have attracted a surprisingly large
amount of attention from local, national, and even international media. Tens of thousands of people from all over
the United States and some from overseas have inquired
about the free land offers. Several small towns in Kansas
have attracted new residents from such diverse places as
Arizona, southern California, Las Vegas (NV), Baton
Rouge (LA), Virginia, and Florida as well as from other
Kansas communities. While it may be too early to judge
the effectiveness of these programs in reversing population
loss, the initial results have been encouraging.
The purpose of this study is to provide a preliminary
assessment of the initial performance of the free land
programs in attracting new residents and to examine
the factors that have influenced the new residents' decisions to migrate to communities offering free land. We
are interested in answering three specific questions: (1)
What role do the free land and other incentives play? (2)
Does the relative location of a small town, particularly its
proximity to a larger city, matter in in-migrants' choice of
the small town to move to? (3) What other factors affect
their decision to migrate to a rural community? To answer
these questions, we selected six small towns in central
Kansas: Marquette, Minneapolis, Ellsworth, Holyrood,
Kanopolis, and Wilson (the last four towns all being in
Ellsworth County) for a case study. These six communities were selected because their land giveaway programs
have existed longer than such programs in other Kansas
towns and because they have also achieved some success
in attracting new residents.
© 2007 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln
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The newness of these programs means that not enough
new residents have moved into these small towns yet to
provide sufficient data for a statistical analysis. We decided to employ qualitative methods in this study. Data were
collected through open-ended in-depth interviews. We
first interviewed all three program directors (Ellsworth
County has a county-wide program) in mid-October 2005
to get their perspectives on how the programs are working
and what factors may influence program successes. We
then interviewed nine new families, three each in Minneapolis, Marquette, and Ellsworth, to understand the
factors that influenced their decisions to move to a small
Kansas town. These nine families were recommended
by the program directors. Four of them came from other
places in Kansas and five families are from out of state.
They ranged from young couples with small children to
retired couples (Table 1). While the incentive directors
explained the success of their programs and the reasons
for their success, the new residents shared their thoughts
on why they migrated to the Kansas communities and
their assessments of their experiences in these new communities. The nine couples do not constitute a statistically
representative sample of new residents, so caution should
be exercised in interpreting the results; however, their
views do help us understand the roles played by different
factors in program participants' decisions to relocate to
small towns in Kansas. The personal stories behind each
move are informative.
We first discuss the problems caused by persistent depopulation in the Great Plains and the measures taken by
rural communities to reverse it. We then describe in some
detail the free land programs in the six small Kansas
towns we have studied. The next four sections discuss the
initial success of the programs and the role played by the
free land and other incentives, by the relative geographic
locations of small towns, and by other factors in new
residents' decision to migrate.
LATEST ATTEMPT TO REVERSE RURAL
DEPOPULATION

The "free land for people" initiative is prompted by
concerns over the persistent population loss that has
plagued the rural Great Plains, although not all small
towns that have adopted the program have experienced
population decline. Large-scale settlement of the Great
Plains, defined roughly as the area between the 98th
meridian and the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains
(Opie 1998), took place after the mid-19th century and
was mainly the result of railroad construction and the
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TABLE 1
THE NINE FAMILIES INTERVIEWED FOR THIS STUDY
City

Interviewees

Previous location

Roland and Lucille

De Soto, KS

Number of children
at home

A new home built?

0

Yes

(Retired)
Minneapolis

Todd

Minneapolis, KS

Bill

San Francisco, CA

2

No

0

Yes

(Retired)

Marquette

Ellsworth

Angela and Roy

Fredericksburg, VA

4

Yes

Donna

Los Angeles, CA

5

Yes

Angell and Brandon

Hays, KS

1

No

Amy

Phillipsburg, KS

1

No

Paul and Kim

Las Vegas, NV

4

No

Madecadel and Maribel

Vallejo, CA

3

No

Note: For confidentiality, we use only the first names of the people interviewed, except for the three program directors.

Homestead Act of 1862. The building of transcontinental
railroads such as the Union Pacific, the Northern Pacific,
and the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe made it easier
for settlers to move west. Railroad companies also vigorously promoted settlement in the Great Plains in order to
sell the millions of acres ofland granted them by the government (West 2006). The Homestead Act was designed
to encourage agricultural expansion in the vast area
acquired in the 1803 Louisiana Purchase. The U.S. federal government offered 65 hectares (160 acres) of land
virtually free to anyone who moved there and farmed
the land for a minimum of five years (U.S. Congress
1862). Many people from the eastern United States and
other countries migrated to the Great Plains to take advantage of the free homesteads (Miner 1986; Shortridge
1995). By 1976, the year the acts were repealed in all 30
homestead states except for Alaska, more than 270 million acres of land, or 10% of the area of the country, had
been distributed.
The harsh natural environment in the Plains, particularly the erratic climate, however, made it challenging for the early settlers to make a living and caused the
region's population to fluctuate over time (Miner 1986;
Popper and Popper 1987; Opie 1998). The Dust Bowl of
the 1930s, which wreaked havoc on farms in the southern
Great Plains and induced mass exodus to the West Coast,
epitomizes the difficulty living in an environment that is
marginal to farming (Riney-Kehrberg 1994).
Rapid mechanization in agriculture in the United
States, which started during the World War I years,

proved to be more bane than boon to the fate of small
towns in the Great Plains. It significantly increased productivity and reduced the need for manual labor (Beale
1964; White 1994; Lobao and Meyer 2001), which made it
difficult for rural youth to find employment locally. Rural
residents, particularly the younger and better educated,
began to leave the farm and look for job opportunities in
urban areas (Haas 1990; Mills and Hazarika 2001). Small
towns in the Great Plains started to fade away. The advent
of the interstate highway system in the late 1950s and
the subsequent abandonment of railroads over time also
decimated numerous once-prosperous small towns.
What is more troubling about the rural Great Plains
than other nonmetropolitan areas of the United States is
that it seems impervious to the national trends in population redistribution. The well-documented rural population turnaround of the 1970s barely registered a blip here
(Fuguitt 1985; Richter 1985; Daniels and Lapping 1987;
Albrecht 1993; Johnson and Beale 1994). Not even the
United States' longest uninterrupted economic expansion
on record, that of the 1990s, broke the vicious circle of
economic decline, population loss, and widespread poverty in many Plains towns (Frey and Liaw 1998; Johnson
and Fuguitt 2000; Feser and Sweeney 2003). Data from
the 2000 census show that more than 60% of Great Plains
counties lost population in the 1990s. More recently
released data from the Census Bureau indicate that this
downward spiral has continued unabated (Gelles 2005).
Rural communities in the Great Plains have literally been
bypassed by modern times, with little going for them.
© 2007 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln
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The persistent depopulation has adversely affected
Great Plains rural communities and their residents. Rural
population has aged faster than the U.S. population as a
whole because of the age-selective nature of out-migration from the region (Shortridge 2004). In addition to outmigration, the dearth of residents of child-bearing age has
resulted in natural decreases (excess of deaths over births)
in many places (Beale 1964, 1969; Johnson 1993; Johnson
and Rathge 2006). The increasingly smaller population
and dwindling tax base also make it difficult to provide
and support essential government functions and private
sector services such as health care, retailing, schools,
churches, and public transportation (Adamchak et al.
1999; Brown 2002). Physicians, particularly specialists,
have very few incentives to practice in rural areas of the
Great Plains. Hospitals are forced to close or consolidate
for economic reasons. Healthcare options therefore thin
out as rural population shrinks (Albrecht 1993). Rural
residents may have to travel a considerable distance to
seek health care (Coffman and Anthan 2003). This problem is compounded by the lack of public transportation
in rural areas (Haas 1990).
The closing of schools due to declining enrollment is
often the most distressing event in a small town because
life there tends to revolve around school activities. The
loss of a school means not only fewer jobs but also loss
of a community's identity. After a school closes, social
support networks often weaken, triggering even more
out-migration (Hart and Salisbury 1965; Haas 1990).
Because of the difficulties depopulation causes and the
belief that small towns and family farms represent a way
of life in the United States, many have argued for saving
small towns and the rural lifestyle (Effland 2000; Stauber
2001). To be sure, residents of the Great Plains have tried
hard to reverse population loss and bring growth back to
rural areas (Daniels and Lapping 1987). For a long time,
many communities pinned their hopes on enticing manufacturing firms by offering substantial incentives such
as tax breaks. They competed with each other and also
with places overseas since economic globalization and
advances in transportation and communication technologies allowed corporations to move virtually anywhere
they can make a larger profit. Rural Great Plains communities found themselves not having an obvious edge
in the race. Rural areas may not even have an adequate
labor force in place, whether in terms of the number of
workers or the number of highly skilled employees, to fill
the potential manufacturing jobs (Mills and Hazarika
2001; Johnson and Rathge 2006). Other countries, on the
other hand, may be able to offer cheaper land and fewer
© 2007 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln
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environmental restrictions. Tourism development is another strategy rural communities have tried in an attempt
to save small towns. For example, some small towns have
established and promoted various festivals. Others have
initiated downtown redevelopment programs (Deller et
al. 2001; Paradis 2001; Robertson 2004). These programs,
however, have achieved only limited success so far in
stemming population loss (Baltensperger 1991; Johnson
and Rathge 2006).
While not giving up on recruiting outside businesses
and promoting tourism, rural communities are now taking a more diversified approach to economic development
and possibly stemming population decline. For example,
they are focusing more and more on local entrepreneurship and trying to help existing businesses to expand
(Shortridge 2004). But they are always looking for other
ways to sustain and grow. The free land program is the
latest attempt by some small towns in the Great Plains to
change their demographic fortunes.
Free land programs of one type or another have been
adopted by small towns from North Dakota to Texas, but
rural communities in Kansas have been the most aggressive in using this strategy, and their programs may have
also drawn more media attention. As of July 2006, at least
20 small towns in Kansas were offering free building
lots to attract new residents. A website has been created
(www.KansasFreeLand.com) to promote the programs in
17 cities throughout the state. In a tongue-in-cheek way,
the narrator in the brief audio introduction points out
that rural Kansas has access to high-speed internet, cellphone service, and cable TV in addition to running water,
electricity, and sewer lines. She invites people who would
like to return to "simplicity, peacefulness, and hometown
values" to move to the "great state of Kansas." Such community initiatives have been called "mini-homestead
acts" in reference to the 19th-century Homestead Act that
helped settle the Plains (Bailey and Preston 2004).
FREE LAND PROGRAMS IN THE STUDY AREA

For this study, we focused on the free land programs in
six central Kansas communities: Marquette in McPherson
County; Minneapolis in Ottawa County; and Ellsworth,
Kanopolis, Holyrood, and Wilson in Ellsworth County
(Fig. 1). These six communities all offer free home lots
to new residents, although their complete incentive packages and requirements for getting the free land differ
slightly. Based on the 2000 census, the population of the
six towns ranges from 460 people in Holyrood to 2,946
in Ellsworth. Over the last century or so, they have shown
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Figure 1. The locations of the small towns in the study

different population-change trajectories. Ellsworth has
grown steadily, except for declines in the 1960s and
1980s. Minneapolis's population grew slightly in the first
half of the century but has mostly been stable since 1960.
The other four communities, much smaller in size, have
steadily lost population since the Dust Bowl decade of the
1930s (Fig. 2). This indicates that the free land program
has been adopted not only by shrinking communities as a
measure to reverse population loss but also by those that
have grown in population, these latter communities perhaps out of concern over their future population change
or the desire to grow even further.
As far as we know, Minneapolis is the first small town
in Kansas to offer free residential lots. It established a
city revitalization plan in 1999 and began to give away
home lots in 2000. The program has its roots in a failed
housing project. A developer had purchased some land
on the northeast corner of the town in the hope of establishing a lucrative housing market there because of
the town's proximity (37 km) to Salina, a larger city of

45,729 inhabitants (2000 census). He did sell a few lots
but not the speculation home he had built, as it did not fit
the housing needs of the local people. Soon after he failed
to pay property taxes, the town acquired the house and
several empty but developed lots. To put the properties
back on the tax roll and to attract new residents, the town
decided to give the lots away free to those who would
construct new homes on them. The town requires only
that the new homes meet the town's housing codes and
that construction be completed within 18 months to get
the initial deposit back. Unlike similar programs set up in
other Kansas towns, the homeowners have a lot ofleeway
in the design of their house.
In addition to offering free land, Minneapolis also
has had a tax rebate program since 1999 that gives
money back to homeowners who improve their property
or build or buy new homes in the town. Seventy-five percent of all school and city property taxes will be rebated
on the improvements to the lot for five years (approximately $700 to $800 on a home valued from $125,000 to
© 2007 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln
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$150,000). The rebate may be used to offset the special
assessments on the properties.
Marquette's free home lot program was prompted
by the need to save the local elementary school. Due to
steadily declining enrollment, the school board was considering closing the elementary school in the town of 537
people after the 2002-2003 school year. Having lost their
high school in the 1980s, the community leaders were
well aware of the adverse impact school closing could
have on their community. They put forth a bold plan that
advocated for the community to give away free home lots
in order to entice new residents. The plan was presented
to the community by the Marquette Development Company, Inc., a nonprofit organization, at a town meeting
in March 2003 and the residents supported it. In fact,
the first home lot was given away that night to a future
resident. This plan made all the difference in the school
board's final decision, in a vote of four to three, in favor
of keeping the school open.
The Marquette Development Company, Inc., borrowed money to buy 50 acres of farmland on the west
side of the town. The original plan was to develop home
lots on 10 acres of the land and lease the remaining 40
acres to farmers for crop production. When a regional
newspaper, the Hutchinson News, wanted to write a
feature article on Marquette's new free land initiative,
the community leaders did not feel comfortable because
© 2007 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln

they were not sure how the brand-new program would
turn out. The paper ended up publishing a brief, threeinch article on the edge of a page. That article drew
attention from the Associated Press and the news went
national. Before Marquette really had a grasp on its plan,
it had to deal with the press. As Marquette's mayor and
program director, Steve Piper, put it, the phones did not
stop ringing for days. The increased interest in its free
land prompted Marquette to develop all 50 acres, with
80 home lots. The residents were confident about the
attractiveness of their community. Steve Piper, for example, stated that "if we can get a family to come look
at the town then we can get them to move here."
Similar to Minneapolis, Marquette also offers something in addition to free land. The town provides contacts
for jobs, financing, and other important information, such
as the school district, to facilitate potential residents'
decisions. All utilities, including natural gas, are made
available on the properties, but new owners are assessed
special fees (about $4,000 each) to offset the cost of building the infrastructure. The utility hookup and buildingpermit fees are waived. There are very few requirements
on the building codes.
Because of the motivation behind Marquette's plan,
one may think that the town would prefer families with
school-aged children to help boost the enrollment in its
elementary school, but the town decided to go for general
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growth of the community and not handpick families or
couples to be offered free lots. Consequently the community has seen substantial growth in new families,
including both older couples wanting to retire to a small
town and young couples without children. The ethnic
composition of the town's population has also become
more diverse. The community wants this type of growth
to continue.
The four towns in Ellsworth County established a
Welcome Home program in April 2003. Ellsworth County's aim, similar to Marquette's, was to reverse declining
enrollments in its school district. The program was set up
by Ellsworth County Economic Development, Inc., after
learning about Minneapolis's program. The town of Ellsworth and Unified School District 327 donated the lots in
Ellsworth. Individuals and community organizations in
the towns of Wilson, Kanopolis, and Holyrood donated
land for their respective communities. Because of their
varied sources, the free building lots are of different sizes
and locations in each community. Some lots are located
in areas without streets, water, or sewer services. Both
newcomers and existing residents are eligible for the free
lots, valued at around $8,000 each. Anyone getting a free
lot is required to sign a contract with a builder within six
months, have the ground broken within a year, and complete beneficial occupancy in two years.
The Ellsworth County plan not only offers free land
but alternatively provides down-payment assistance to
help incoming families with school-age children to buy
existing homes in the county. A family gets $1,500 for the
first child and $750 each for the second and third child,
with a maximum of $3,000 toward its down payment.
The $15,000 to 17,000 annual allocations for this program
have been entirely expended every year. Furthermore,
Ellsworth County offers a financing plan to help with the
cost of a new home. The lenders and bankers throughout
the county agree to reduce down payments and also waive
all in-house fees normally charged with constructing or
buying a home. The four cities in the county also offer
something extra. Ellsworth waives water hookup, sewer
tap, and building-permit fees and provides either a free
family golf pass, family swimming pool pass, or recreation center membership for one year. Holyrood offers
to waive water hookup and sewer tap fees. Kanopolis
waives water hookup and sewer tap fees and offers one
year of free cable TV. Wilson waives fees for water
hookup, sewer tap, electric service application, and cable
and Internet setup, in addition to providing one month of
free water and refuse service, analog basic cable TV, and
dial-up Internet connection.
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HOW SUCCESSFUL HAVE THE PROGRAMS
BEEN?

With all the media attention focused on the free land
giveaway programs in the study area, particularly in the
towns of Marquette, Minneapolis, and Ellsworth, people
understandably want to know the degree to which the programs have been successful. Although it is still too early
to have a fair assessment of these programs' successes, the
initial results have been impressive (Table 2), and the performance of the free land programs does not seem to have
been affected by the population trajectories of the small
towns. By the time we conducted our interviews in October
2005, 27 of the 33 available home lots in Minneapolis had
been given away, as were all 80 lots in Marquette. Because
the building plans did not work out for some people who
reserved land, six lots in Marquette became available
again by November 2006. Altogether, 25 homes have been
built on the free lots in Marquette. More than 100 people
have relocated there, including more than 30 school-aged
children. Ellsworth County's records in the first three
years of implementing the Welcome Home plan have been
equally encouraging. The county has attracted 30 new
families from other places, of which 12 were out of state.
Twenty families chose the county seat, Ellsworth, probably because it is bigger and was much more publicized
than its three smaller counterparts in the county. While
new residents generally came to Ellsworth County hoping
to get a free lot to build a home, most found it easier and
cheaper to buy an existing house and take advantage of the
down-payment assistance than to build a new house. This
explains why Ellsworth County has not seen as much new
construction as have Marquette and Minneapolis. All five
lots that had been given away in the county went to local
residents who wanted to build bigger homes. Though two
out-of-state families have since left the county, as has one
in-state family, the county has attracted 122 new residents
through its Welcome Home plan, including 55 people from
out of state. The newcomers added 48 students to the two
local school districts.
The three program directors we interviewed were
extremely pleased with the results and considered their
programs a success. They are also very optimistic about
the prospect of their programs. Steve Piper, the program
director in Marquette, talked about the success of his program in terms of the number of families that have moved
or plan to move to his town:
There are 24 homes either built or under construction. And I probably have another six to
© 2007 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln
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TABLE 2
FREE LAND PROGRAMS IN SIX KANSAS TOWNS
Population in
2000

Year of
program
inception

Ellsworth

2,946

2003

10
1

Town

Home lots
available

Home lots taken

4

Note

20 families used down-payment
assistance (DPA)

Holyrood

460

2003

Kanopolis

541

2003

4

Marquette

537

2003

80

74

At one point, all 80 lots were
reserved, but some building plans did
not work out.

2,061

1999

33

27

18 lots in Phase I all gone; 6 of the 15
lots in Phase II still available

791

2003

1

1

Minneapolis

Wilson

eight families that are in rental homes here in
town. One family had to actually buy a house
for a place to live. I've got two families living in
Salina, and they came from out of state. They
are waiting to build to live here. We actually
have a family from Miami [Florida] who came
up here and there was no place to live so they
went back down to Miami to wait for a rental
house to become available, so yeah, it has been
successful.
Anita Hoffhines, the program director in Ellsworth
County, and Mark Freel, the director in Minneapolis, explained their successes in terms of enrollment increases
in their local schools. As Hoffhines described it:
Twenty-eight kids have been added for at least
one year. The number I like best is the preschool
number, eleven preschoolers. To me that is very
important, because if they move in and if we
keep them happy, that is eleven kids coming all
the way through, and to me, I love that number.
There is no economic impact right now. There
is no monetary benefit for the family but there is
definitely for the community because those are
worth $6,000 apiece each year from the state.
Minneapolis had 22 new homes built by the time of the
interview, and its elementary school had received 21 new
students. For the first time, it had three classes each for
both kindergarten and first grade. The increase is attributed to the free land program.

1 family used DPA
1
reserved

2 families used DPA

5 families used DPA

Also giving the program directors a sense of success
are the heavy media coverage and thousands of inquiries
they have received from people across the country and even
from overseas, which they consider the biggest surprise the
programs have generated. Piper described his surprise following Marquette's decision to give away free lots:
Just the sheer number of people. Like after the
first CBS special we had 450 phone calls the
next day. You just picked up the phone and said
what's your name, you didn't have time to say
hello. The sheer volume of people and the fact
that so many people want to get away from
where they are living.
The media attention these programs have received
also prompted welcome new economic development in
these small towns. As Piper explained:
We had some offshoots happen. The second
time we were on CBS, last July, they wanted to
do more of a town thing. We had an art gallery
that opened in the last two years by some guy
from Santa Fe, New Mexico. A couple from
Kansas City saw the headline "Town in Kansas
gives away free land" and they watched the
story. They have now moved here and bought
another downtown building for a photography
studio and are remodeling the upstairs for a
home. These two had nothing to do with the
free land, they didn't take a lot out. It's the fact
they heard about the stories.

Assessing the Free Land Programs for Reversing Rural Depopulation • Max Lu and Oarci A. Paull

Our interviews with new residents also revealed that
the Kansas City couple mentioned by Piper is not the only
such case. Steven and Susan came to Ellsworth without
participating in the free land program. The semi-retired
couple had lived in Florida for 15 years and wanted to relocate back to the heartland. They were looking for a new
home in Oklahoma but had little success. While staying
at a hotel in Oklahoma they read in the local newspaper
about rural communities in Kansas offering free land.
The couple traveled to Ellsworth that day and ended up
buying a house in the community (Stineman 2005).
Another unexpected result is that the influx of new
residents brought about a positive attitude change in the
community. Mark Freel of Minneapolis commented,
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who moved from the San Francisco Bay area to Ellsworth, are a case in point. Madecadel received his civil
engineering degree in 1982 but had never been employed
as an engineer. The family saw a report on TV about the
free land giveaway in rural Kansas communities. The
next day on a Spanish-speaking network, the story of
Ellsworth's program came up again. The family decided
to visit Ellsworth, and Madecadel found a job as a civil
engineer. Ellsworth provided the family a new opportunity and a new beginning. Madecadel said of Ellsworth,
"For me, it is my promised land, for my family. We have
moved around so much. I'm going to grow old here, you
know, this is my promised land."
ROLE OF FREE LAND AND OTHER INCENTIVES

I think what it has done as far as our marketing
efforts and trying to promote the community,
opening lots and having people move in, has
really helped the community itself. That's been
more of a surprise. There seems to be an attitude change. People from the outside think th.at
this community is special, so I guess I should
think it is special. So I think there has been
better buy-in because of that. And I think an
attitude shift towards making the community
even better. You really don't think you are going to affect the people that live here as much as
you try to affect the people moving into here.
Due to the initial success, Minneapolis town officials
are planning future initiatives. The town has sponsored
several surveys to understand the housing needs of those
people who work in the town but live elsewhere in the
hope of attracting them to relocate in town. One issue the
town is addressing is young couples' need for smaller lots
to build starter homes. (The first group of lots ranged in
size from 1,087 m 2 to 1,486 m 2 .) The town is planning a
new development that will encourage smaller, more affordable homes for younger couples. It hopes to attract
young couples who will raise children in the community.
More children in Minneapolis would mean more money
for the school district, which benefits the community even
if new teachers have to be hired. This new development is
still in the early planning stages, but the town has already
seen a strong interest in the smaller lots from potential
homeowners.
Yet another indicator of the programs' success may
be the satisfaction of the new residents with their new
communities. The nine couples we interviewed have been
happy with their decisions. Madecadel and his family,

What made the free land programs so attractive is the
offer of free home lots to new residents. In our interviews
we specifically asked the new residents if they would have
moved to their new communities without the free land
and other incentives. The answers varied considerably.
The out-of-state families would probably not have moved
to these communities without the free land. On the other
end of the spectrum, for one couple already living in Minneapolis, the free land merely provided an opportunity for
them to build a new home that better suited their needs.
Three of the nine families had plans to move to the
area before learning about the free land programs because
they had employment opportunities near these communities. All three lived in other places in Kansas. For example, Angell and Brandon needed to relocate from Hays,
KS, to an area near Marquette because of Brandon's new
job there. They looked for homes in McPherson, Lindsborg, and Marquette. The small size of Marquette initially
did not appeal to them at all. Since Brandon's job transfer
came suddenly, the family needed a home quickly. They
found a speculation home on one of the free lots in Marquette. Now, the couple could not be happier with their
decision to move to Marquette. As Angell commented,
"This is probably the best [place] I have ever lived as far
as the people. The town is like one big family. Everyone
helps everyone. We actually know our neighbors. In Hays
we didn't even know half of them."
Amy described a similar situation in relocating to Ellsworth. Amy and her husband in Phillipsburg, KS, found
out about the free land offers by chance. She applied for
an editor position at the Ellsworth newspaper and was
checking online to see what Ellsworth had to offer. That
was when she learned about the program. She admits that
she and her husband looked at several other communities
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before deciding on settling in Ellsworth: "The Welcome
Home plan was one of the reasons we chose to come here.
It just gave us that little extra incentive to come here." Amy
and her husband used Ellsworth's down-payment assistance program to purchase a house. Both couples said they
would have chosen these communities without the incentives, but the incentives were a bonus to moving there.
The couples from out of state seem to attach more
importance to the free land incentives in their decisions
to move. Many of these families wanted to leave their
previous place for a number of reasons, but moving to a
rural community in central Kansas was not considered a
possibility. The free land offers made all the difference.
For example, Angela and Roy wanted to leave Fredericksburg, VA, a suburb of Washington, DC. Angela was
bidding on lots in Hawaii on e-Bay when she read about
free land in Kansas. The incentives were just too good to
pass up, so they relocated to Marquette. They would have
preferred to move to a community closer to their family in
Pittsburgh, PA, if a similar program had existed nearby.
Before they chose to move to Marquette, Donna and
her family already had picked a neighborhood in southern
California. The incentives offered by Marquette completely changed their destination choice. When asked
whether her family would have moved to Marquette without the incentives, Donna answered:
Probably not. I mean, honestly, only because
we were looking in California. We knew
where we wanted to live. We were willing to
pay it whether we wanted to or not; we were
willing to do it. And both of our families are
out there. But the incentive, it was something
you couldn't pass up. I'm going to get a house
that in California would sell for over a million
dollars for under $150,000. And we built it
ourselves. You couldn't have done that in California. There are so many licenses and permits.
Without the incentive, no, but I'm really glad
there was the incentive. I'm really glad we have
moved here. It's been a positive experience for
everyone.
The interesting thing about this family, however, is
that they did not even visit Marquette before moving
there. They talked by telephone to several people from the
community and also talked to a family that had recently
moved there. They heard only positive things about the
community and the experience. One day in October 2004,
the family packed up and drove east to Kansas.
© 2007 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln

DOES A SMALL TOWN'S RELATIVE LOCATION
MATTER?

Another question we wanted to answer in this study is
whether the relative location of a small town, especially
with respect to larger cities, affects potential residents'
choice of where to relocate. The six small towns we studied all are located well within an hour's drive from Salina,
a regional urban center of more than 45,000 people. Consequently, one could attribute the success of the free land
programs in the six towns to the their proximity to Salina
(Shortridge 2004). The three program directors-Freel,
Hoffhines, and Piper-also believe that location is an
important factor in the success of their plans. Hoffhines
thinks Ellsworth has a good location, with Salina and
Great Bend nearby, but Marquette has an even better location. Piper in Marquette agrees:
A big advantage we have is location. We are in
the middle of a triangle between Hutchinson,
McPherson, and Salina where people can drive
to. Not just for jobs, but people from California
are not used to Wal-Mart being so close and
in three different directions. That's been a big
thing. People love the location because in 30
minutes they can be to a town of 50,000. So
they aren't way out in the sticks, like if you
were another thirty to forty miles west. Folks
from bigger towns feel more comfortable with
that.
Freel also felt the location of Minneapolis is good: "Location is huge and we just need to take advantage of it. You
know, we have never really marketed Minneapolis at all
and so because of that I think that we need to. And location is huge, I mean there is no question."
None of the nine new families we interviewed, however, said that the location of the small towns relative
to Salina was considered in their migration decision.
In some cases, having Salina nearby appeared to be an
afterthought. Many new residents do their shopping locally except for holidays like Christmas. Madecadel in
Ellsworth did not feel it was important to have Salina
nearby. "Sometimes I feel I can get anything here in this
little town, even though it is more expensive, but you can
get anything. So you know you can survive. So it wasn't
really that big of a deal." Donna in Marquette echoed that
sentiment: "I do most of my shopping at Piper's [the local
grocery store owned by Steve Piper]. If they don't have
what I need, then I guess I don't need it."
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Paul and Kim of Ellsworth said that when they decided
to leave Las Vegas, they wanted to find a new home away
from cities. Not only did they not consider proximity to a
larger city, but they may have thought the opposite. The
couple did look at a few communities in northwest Kansas and at Minneapolis, but location was not mentioned as
a reason they chose Ellsworth over the others.
Because Minneapolis and Ellsworth are larger than
the other four communities in the study, these towns
had more services to offer. Residents in these communities seemed less likely to travel to Salina or other
larger communities on a daily basis. Many of their basic
medical needs could also be met in Ellsworth and Minneapolis, while Marquette residents often had to travel
to Lindsborg, McPherson, Salina, or Hutchinson. But
this does not seem to bother the new residents. Brandon
in Marquette explained, "If you live in Kansas you get
used to driving." The fact that relative locations of small
towns do not seem to be a factor in new residents' choice
of small towns may be encouraging news to the isolated
small towns in Kansas and, more generally, in th~ Great
Plains that are considering the adoption of such programs.
INFLUENCES OF OTHER FACTORS ON
MIGRATION DECISIONS

Several other factors played a role in the new residents' decisions to migrate. Perceived better quality
of life in small towns, having families nearby, and job
opportunities are the most frequently mentioned other
reasons for migration.
Everyone we interviewed cited quality of life as one
factor that affected their migration decisions. The two
retired couples enjoy the slow pace of life and the small
population of rural communities, and they feel that country living is much healthier and more wholesome than
urban living. They appreciate the fact that in rural towns
you get to know your neighbors as opposed to building
fences around your home in urban areas.
The young couples in our sample, particularly those
who migrated from out of state, seemed to have considered what is best for their children in deciding to move
to a small Kansas town. When Donna was asked why she
chose Marquette, she replied:
I looked at the size of the school, the population
of kids. My kids went to school in California.
My one middle schooler had 2,200 kids in it
[sic]. And my high schooler had 3,500 students.
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Forty kids in a class, you don't learn that way.
I saw the teacher-to-student ratio was so much
better out here. Better education for my kids
and that is what it was all about.
Remarkably, her children had a positive attitude toward
the move. As Donna explained,
I put it to them. It was kind of their decision.
Look, you can stay here and be a nobody and
be one of forty-five in a class. Or you can go
there and be one of six, twelve, or eighteen in
a class. Or like my son who is an eighth grader
and there is sixteen in his class, he is not just
one of a million others. So, why not, Mom, let's
do it. So they were real willing.
Amy in Ellsworth liked what she has seen in her new
town and what it has to offer her son. When asked why she
chose Ellsworth, she replied, "It's nice, small. It's about
the same size of community we left from, one stoplight,
small school district for my son. We didn't really want to
move to a bigger town. It was a friendly little community."
Todd also had strong feelings about raising his children in a small community. He was already familiar
with Minneapolis's school district since he was born and
raised in the community. Even though he and his family
enjoy big cities, Todd and his wife both feel that their
"home is in a small town."
The lack of traffic in small towns is another attraction
to the new residents, particularly the out-of-state couples,
who are all from congested metropolitan areas. When
Paul and Kim were asked why they left Las Vegas, they
replied: "Traffic, traffic, traffic, and traffic. To do anything it was in the car."
Angela and Roy also had similar sentiments about
traffic in Fredericksburg. Their old home was halfway
between Richmond, VA, and Washington, DC. When
describing their old home, they said,
The pace in Virginia was too fast and it was
continually growing. It was getting so bad
that they were making some areas to build a
house you had to have five acres because they
didn't want any more developments coming in
because the roads can't handle it, nothing can
handle it. The traffic is so bad they didn't want
any more people in that area. They were putting up 200 home plans everywhere.
© 2007 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln
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Another factor that played an unexpected role was that
of the climate in the Great Plains. A newspaper in South
Dakota interviewed Donna and wanted to know whether
she would have considered moving to South Dakota.
She replied, "That's just a little too cold for me." Donna
as well as Roy and Angela discussed the weather in the
Great Plains prior to moving to Kansas. Storms, tornadoes, and, in the case of Donna, seasons were all going
to be factors in their new home. Before deciding to leave
California, Donna discussed with her children the climate
differences. "They have four seasons, and we have tornadoes to deal with now. They give you warning and you get
into shelters and you're fine." Obviously, the climate is not
likely a key factor for the in-state residents, but may be a
drastic change for residents from out of state.
CONCLUSIONS

The free land programs adopted by a number of small
towns in Kansas and other Great Plains states are the latest community-level attempts to reverse population loss
and to grow. These communities are using the resources
they do have-land, along with various other incentives-to entice families to move there. In this study we
first wanted to examine if these programs arc working. In
the six Kansas towns we studied, the initial performance
of their free land programs in attracting new residents has
been impressive. Marquette, Minneapolis, and Ellsworth
in particular have all attracted multiple families from
both within Kansas and out of state. Some people have
even moved to these small towns without taking advantage of the incentives. The publicity these small towns
have received appears to have favorably affected the
destination choice of potential in-migrants. The six cities
studied have had very different population trajectories
over the last century or so, which indicates that the free
land programs are used by both growing or stable towns
and already-declining ones. Past population-change experience, however, does not seem to affect the success of
the free land programs.
The influx of new residents is only one measure of the
free land programs' success. These programs have generated some unexpected benefits. For example, the new
residents are bringing new businesses and new ideas to
rural communities, improving their future viability. The
momentum and positive synergy generated by the free
land programs have also lifted the spirits of the long-term
residents, who are feeling more pride in their community
than before. In some cases the new residents have also
increased the ethnic diversity of the local population.
© 2007 Center for Great Plains Studies, University af Nebraska-Lincoln

We were also interested in understanding factors that
have shaped the new residents' decision to move to a
small town in Kansas. The results suggest that the decision was influenced by a number of push and pull factors.
In the case of the nine families interviewed, the free land
and other incentives offered by the small towns were not
enough to trigger migration, but they effectively changed
some in-migrants' destination choices. The nine couples
we interviewed were already considering moving before
they learned about the free land programs, either because
of their dislike of the hurried urban life, or a job change,
or a desire to be close to their family. But without the free
land and other incentives, many of the families, especially
those from out of state, would never have moved to a
small town in central Kansas. In this sense, the programs
have produced a net benefit, rather than just diverting
migrants from one small town to another.
We initially expected that the locations of small
towns relative to larger cities would affect the destination
choice of new residents who moved to take advantage of
the incentives. The small towns we studied have used
their proximity to larger cities such as Salina as a selling
point in their promotions. The three program directors
also believe their favorable locations with respect to
Salina played a positive role in the early success of their
programs. But none of the new residents we interviewed
seemed to have explicitly considered the existence of Salina nearby in their choice of a small town, though they
may now appreciate the fact that there is a larger city
within a short distance.
The free land initiative has been called a "mini-homestead act" in reference to the 1862 Homestead Act that
helped to populate the Great Plains (Bailey and Preston
2002). One key difference between the two is that the
19th-century Homestead Act was federally sponsored
while the mini-homestead acts are designed and implemented by small towns themselves. Some politicians have
offered to help with the free land initiatives, but the program directors prefer them to stay local. They believe a
local plan can better cater to a community's needs. A "one
size fits all" program is unlikely to be effective because
what works in one community may not work in another.
If the initial success of these free land programs is any
indication, then the future of rural communities in the
Great Plains may be more promising than the outlook has
been in the past few decades. The free land programs seem
to be giving some small towns a new lease on life. The fact
that some retirees from out of state have taken up the free
land offer is especially encouraging, given the impending
retirement of the 78 million or so baby boomers. Even a
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small fraction of the baby boomers retiring and moving to
the rural Great Plains would make a life-and-death difference to many small towns. It is an opportunity rural communities in the Great Plains should seize.
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